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ABSTRACT

Computer-mediated communication (CMC), such as
email, instant messaging, and online texting, is an
important channel for influencing message receivers’
behavior. While most communication media are
structurally biased to support either interpersonal or
broadcast modes of communication, CMC can support
both. Because of this we argue that receivers are likely to
comply with a CMC message based on certain
characteristics
that
distinguish
interpersonal
communication
from
broadcast
communication.
Grounded in interdisciplinary theories, we propose a
model that predicts receivers’ intention to comply with a
CMC message. Results of empirical testing show that our
proposed model has strong explanatory power. The results
have important theoretical contributions to IS research
and also provide practical insights for communicating
effectively via CMC.
Keywords

Information and communication technologies (ICT),
persuasion, interpersonal communication, broadcast
communication, theory development.
INTRODUCTION

We use the phrase online persuasion in reference to the
process and outcomes of attempts to influence others via
computer-mediated communication (CMC) media, such
as email, instant messaging, and online texting. Although
some may consider studies of persuasion, influence, and
rhetoric to be the exclusive province of communication or
advertising research, understanding online persuasion is
also important to the information systems (IS) field and,
more specifically, to the field of human-computer
interaction (HCI). Design decisions made in creating an
information and computing technology (ICT) can
significantly enhance or obstruct rhetorical human
communication (Wilson, 2005). Because IS and HCI
practitioners bear an implicit responsibility to improve
ICT performance, it is therefore incumbent upon
researchers in these fields to develop and test theoretical
bases for guiding ICT design, including theory bases that
address online persuasion.
One characteristic of online persuasion that has received
little attention from researchers involves the ambiguous
nature of the message sender in CMC. Most
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communication media are structurally biased to support
interpersonal or broadcast modes of communication. For
example, face-to-face and telephone media primarily
support interpersonal communication, i.e., interactive
communication between two or more interdependent
people (Devito, 2010). Television, radio, and print media
primarily support broadcast communication, i.e., noninteractive, one-way communication that typically is
designed to address a mass audience (Reardon and
Rogers, 1988). CMC media are unusual in that they
provide a high level of support for both interpersonal
communication and broadcast communication (Reardon
and Rogers, 1988). For example, email can deliver an
organizational newsletter as easily as a note from one’s
spouse or friend.
The strong support CMC provides for both interpersonal
and broadcast communication is beneficial in many ways,
but it also creates the opportunity for mischief in the form
of unwanted spam messages that may appear to be created
and sent by an individual but are, in fact, broadcast
indiscriminately across the Internet. One reason that spam
is so troublesome in CMC is the inherent ambiguity in
knowing whether certain messages have been sent by a
real person or broadcast by a computer program.
In user surveys, virtually all respondents indicate that they
dislike receiving CMC spam messages, and respondents’
most common response is to delete such messages
(Grimes, Hough, and Signorella, 2007). We argue in this
paper that the human motivation to categorize CMC
messages in order to avoid unwanted spam is a
generalizable phenomenon. Based on this argument we
propose an interpersonality model for predicting the
extent to which receivers are persuaded to comply with
requests in CMC messages.
RESEARCH MODEL AND HYPOTHESES

Ducoffe and Curlo (2000) propose a communication
exchange model of advertising value and advertising
processing (AVAP model) in which message exposure
leads to cognitive processing including categorization of
the message as advertising or not, which subsequently
leads to persuasion outcomes in response to the message
(see Figure 1a). We draw upon these aspects of the AVAP
model to underpin an interpersonality research model for
study of online persuasion in the general CMC context
(see Figure 1b).
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Hypothesis 1: A CMC message will produce higher
assessment of message coherence and personal feedback
when portrayed as being sent by a known sender vs. an
unknown sender.
Effects of Message Coherence

Figure 1. Models of Message Categorization

We introduce the term interpersonality to describe the
cognitive categorization by message receivers of a
persuasive online message as interpersonal or broadcast in
origin. We propose that assessments of interpersonality
are grounded in two key characteristics of interpersonal
persuasion that are not found in broadcast persuasion
(Reardon, 1991). Message coherence is the perception
that the sender’s message is relevant to the receiver’s
situation. Personal feedback is the anticipation that the
message receiver can respond to the message and receive
a reply from the sender. Reardon writes,
“Interpersonal persuasion occurs when two or a few
people interact in a way that involves verbal and
nonverbal behaviors, personal feedback, coherence of
behaviors (relevance or fit of remarks and actions),
and the purpose (on the part of at least one
interactant) of changing the attitudes and/or
behaviors of the other(s). This definition separates
interpersonal persuasion from mass media
persuasion, in which personal feedback and
coherence are not present.” (Reardon, 1991, p. 112)
The interpersonality research model reflects a significant
literature that links the involvement of message receivers
to their compliance with message requests. In addition,
the model proposes effects of message coherence and
personal feedback that have not been studied previously.
These relationships are discussed and hypotheses are
developed in the following sections.
Effects of Message Characteristics

For most media, message characteristics may be
categorized into general areas of message content,
message style, and, language use (O’Keefe, 1990; Perloff,
1993). In the case of CMC media, message source (i.e.,
the sender’s name and online address) is an additional
characteristic of messages.
We anticipate that messages from a known sender will be
evaluated as more relevant to the receiver’s situation and
more likely to receive feedback response if it is requested,
thereby leading to our first hypothesis.

Advertising research finds that people are willing to
accept unsolicited CMC messages that are relevant to
their personal interests, even when message volume is
high (Micheau, 2011). This suggests message coherence
is an important factor in categorizing CMC messages and
in deciding whether to read and act upon requests
contained in them. Personal relevance is known to be an
important contributor to involvement. Zaichkowsky
(1985) writes, “In the advertising domain, involvement is
manipulated by making the ad ‘relevant:’ the receiver is
personally affected, and hence motivated, to respond to
the ad.” Thus, we anticipate message coherence will
promote message involvement in the present study.
Hypothesis 2a: Higher assessment of message coherence
will predict greater message involvement by the message
receiver.
We also propose that message coherence will directly
influence intention to comply as a result of the better
understanding of message content and recognition of
message arguments that will arise when receivers
perceive the message to be relevant to their interests.
Hypothesis 2b: Higher assessment of message coherence
will predict greater intention to comply by the message
receiver.
Effects of Personal Feedback

Prior researchers have not directly studied effects that
anticipation of personal feedback may have on message
involvement or persuasion outcomes. However, several
studies have addressed effects of online interactivity, a
related concept in which individuals communicate or
otherwise interact with online systems (Kettanurak,
Ramamurthy, and Haseman, 2001; Teo et al., 2003).
Online interactivity has been found to increase shopping
enjoyment (Jiang and Benbasat, 2007) and social presence
(Fortin and Dholakia, 2005), suggesting that similar
effects may be found for the anticipation of feedback with
a human partner. These observations lead us to propose
the following exploratory hypotheses.
Hypothesis 3a: Higher assessment of personal feedback
will predict greater message involvement by the message
receiver.
Hypothesis 3b: Higher assessment of personal feedback
will predict greater intention to comply by the message
receiver.
Effects of Message Involvement

Message involvement improves attitude toward web
banner ad messages and increases product purchase
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consideration (Fortin and Dholakia, 2005), increases
intention to purchase books and greeting cards (Jiang et
al., 2010), and increases intention to use mobile Internet
phones (Mills, 2006) and weblogs (Shiau and Luo, 2010).
Based on these findings of direct relationships between
involvement and a variety of persuasion outcomes related
to online messaging, we anticipate finding a similar
positive effect on intention to comply with a CMC
message request in the present study.
Hypothesis 4: Higher message involvement will predict
greater intention to comply by the message receiver.
RESEARCH METHOD

Participants were 495 students attending undergraduate
business communications and information systems
courses at a large university in the Midwest U.S. We
conducted an online survey study that asked participants
to evaluate a persuasive text message in one of two
versions. Version A asked a participant to imagine the
message was sent by his or her favorite professor at the
university. Version B presented the message as being sent
by a person unknown to the participant with the email
address of “bdayo@texts2africa.com” (see Figure 2).
After participants viewed the CMC message, they were
then asked to rate their perceptions of message coherence,
personal feedback, and message involvement, and to rate
their intention to comply with the request to donate used
textbooks. Administration order of all rating items was
individually randomized for each participant. Following
administration of rating items, participants’ age and
gender demographic data were collected and the survey
was concluded.
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(PII) scale (Zaichkowsky, 1985, 1994), which has been
carefully validated (Flynn and Goldsmith, 1993), used
extensively in persuasion research (Beardon, Netmeyer,
and Mobley, 1993), and, more recently, applied to study
persuasive messages in online contexts (Jiang et al., 2010;
Micheau, 2011). All responses were collected on sevenpoint semantic differential scales. Measurement items are
available from the lead author on request. Chronbach’s
alpha and composite reliability were .83 and .90 or greater
for each measure respectively.
RESULTS

The interpersonality research model was tested using
WarpPLS version 3.0, with results shown in Figure 3. All
measures in model were assessed as reflective latent
factors except for the antecedent Known/Unknown
Sender which is a binary value corresponding to treatment
condition.
Prior to testing the structural model, moderating effects of
known/unknown sender were tested on all relationships
among message coherence, personal feedback, message
involvement, and intention to comply. None of these
moderating effects was found to be significant.

Figure 3. PLS Analysis of Research Model

Hypotheses 1-4 addressed specific relationships within
the interpersonality research model.
H1: Effects of Message Characteristics

Figure 2. Persuasive Message Treatment
Measures

All measurement items were adopted from previously
validated instruments, and constructs are considered to be
reflective. Message coherence, anticipated feedback, and
intention to comply scales used items developed by
Wilson and Djamasbi (2012). Message involvement items
were drawn from the personal involvement inventory

Message treatments in this study were manipulated to
compare responses to the same message purported to be
from a known sender (“your favorite University
professor”, coded as value 0) or an unknown sender (“B.
Dayo”, coded as value 1). As shown in Figure 3,
unknown sender has significant negative effects on
message coherence and personal feedback, indicating that
participants applied these two factors in assessing the
message, thereby supporting Hypothesis 1.
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H2a and H2b: Effects of Message Coherence

Assessments of message coherence significantly increase
both message involvement and intention to comply.
Hypotheses 2a and 2b are supported.
H3a and H3b: Effects of Personal Feedback

Assessments of personal feedback significantly increase
both message involvement and intention to comply.
Hypotheses 3a and 3b are supported.
H4: Effects of Involvement on Persuasion Outcomes

Higher message involvement increases intention to
comply, supporting Hypothesis 4.
DISCUSSION

The findings of our research indicate that people
commonly apply message coherence and personal
feedback to evaluate CMC messages within a
categorization process that predicts message involvement
and intention to comply. These findings have important
implications for research and practice.
Implications for Research

The interpersonality model provides a fundamentally
different explanation of online persuasion than has
previously been proposed, i.e., that messages are
cognitively categorized to assess interpersonality based
upon factors that definitionally distinguish between
interpersonal and broadcast persuasion. Where we
anticipated that message coherence and personal feedback
would help to explain development of message
involvement, we find these factors are substantially better
predictors than message involvement of intention to
comply with a CMC request message (R2 = .59 vs. R2 =
.49). This suggests interpersonality could be more
important in explaining and predicting persuasion
outcomes than is involvement, which has been applied in
a wide array of online contexts, including web banner ads
(Fortin and Dholakia, 2005), weblogs (Shiau and Luo,
2010), mobile Internet phones (Mills, 2006), and online
retail sales (Jiang et al., 2010).
The interpersonality research model we developed fared
well through initial testing, yet the tests generated a
number of questions that only can be addressed through
future research. Although our decision to study
interpersonality within the context of message
involvement “direct-effects” research proved successful,
it also will be important to assess the interpersonality
model within dual-route theories (e.g., Petty and
Cacioppo, 1986). In addition, predictions based on
message coherence and personal feedback should be
contrasted to other antecedents of persuasion outcomes
that have been identified by CMC researchers. These
include social presence (Campbell, Wright, and Clay,
2010), flow (Animesh et al., 2011), and interactivity
(Jiang et al., 2010).
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In addition, the relative importance of message coherence
and personal feedback within the model deserve further
investigation. Although significant, the effects of personal
feedback were modest in the present study. However, we
anticipate that personal feedback could gain importance in
determining message involvement and intention to
comply, for example, in cases where the request or
circumstances surrounding the request invite clarification.
In addition, we note that personal feedback was
substantially more sensitive to the known/unknown
sender message characteristic we implemented as a
treatment. This sensitivity supports the idea that personal
feedback is a key component of message categorization.
We believe that CMC message characteristics related to
content, style, language use, and aspects of the message
source other than known/unknown sender may be
important in categorizing interpersonality. Wilson (2005)
established that visual displays (a message style
characteristic) and conforming language (a language use
characteristic) enhance beliefs toward CMC messages,
however, it is not known what role interpersonality may
play in mediating these effects. Further research will be
essential to clarify effects of message characteristics
within the interpersonality model.
Implications for Practice

The practical impact of the findings is to provide an
alternate means for evaluating the design of online
communications. Our findings demonstrate that CMC
users are very sensitive to message coherence and
personal feedback aspects of a message, with the simple
difference between known vs. unknown sender
accounting for R2 of 6% and 12% respectively in these
factors. This suggests that designing online
communications to promote interpersonality can be
important in increasing receivers’ involvement and
compliance with effects extending not only to commercial
communication, such as online advertising, but also to
social, educational, governmental, and health-related
communication.
CONCLUSION

This study was predicated on the observation that in CMC
the nature of the message sender is often more ambiguous
than in media that support primarily interpersonal or
broadcast communication. Prior research showed that
people attempt to avoid unwanted spam messages and that
people also cognitively categorize messages to determine
whether they are advertising or not. Our insight in
developing the present study was to hypothesize that
receivers of more general CMC messages conduct a
similar categorization process to identify messages as
interpersonal or broadcast based upon the qualities of
message coherence and personal feedback that
definitionally distinguish between the two modes of
communication.
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